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Abstract 
Middle schooling is a crucial area of education where adolescents experiencing 
physiological and psychological changes require expert guidance. As more 
research evidence is provided about adolescent learning, teachers are considered 
pivotal to adolescents’ educational development.  The two levels of implementing 
reform measures need to be targeted, that is, at the inservice and preservice 
teacher levels. This quantitative study employs a 40-item, five-part Likert scale 
survey to understand preservice teachers’ (n=142) perceptions of their confidence 
to teach in the middle school at the conclusion of their tertiary education. The 
survey instrument was developed from the literature with connections to the 
Queensland College of Teachers professional standards. Results indicated that 
they perceived themselves as capable of creating a positive classroom 
environment with seven items greater than 80%, except with behaviour 
management (<80% for two items) and they considered their pedagogical 
knowledge to be adequate (i.e., 7 out of 8 items >84%). Items associated with 
implementing middle schooling curriculum had varied responses (e.g., 
implementing literacy and numeracy were 74% while implementing learning with 
real-world connections was 91%).  This information may assist coursework 
designers. For example, if significant percentages of preservice teachers indicate 
they believe they were not well prepared for assessment and reporting in the 
middle school then course designers can target these areas more effectively.   
 
 
 
Introduction 
Effective teachers make the difference to education (Bishop, 2008; Buckingham, 2005; 
Hattie, 2003, Rowe, 2004), which is a view that drives government reviews for ensuring 
quality teacher education programs in Australia.  This is underpinned by the notion that “if 
you want to improve student learning then the most important thing by a long way is 
improving the quality of the teaching” (Kwong Lee Dow, 2005 cited in Standing Committee 
on Social Issues, 2005).  Devising programs that produce quality teachers who are competent 
and confident to teach is a shared goal of teacher education institutions and government 
bodies. Internal and external reviews investigating teacher education have been frequent over 
the past two decades (Gonczi, 2008).  Recommendations for enhancing teacher education 
programs include attributes graduate teachers should possess (Australian Institution for 
Teaching and School Leadership, 2006). 
 
To promote and acknowledge the need for teacher quality, the Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA, 2003) developed the 
National Profiles for Teachers.  Profile statements outline the need to raise the status of the 
teaching profession, ensure quality teacher education programs, and teacher renewal 
(MCEETYA, 2003).  Each state and territory has responded by developing their own set of 
standards that underpin key principles of teacher quality (e.g., Queensland College of 
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Teachers, 2006).  Consequently, universities have responded by aligning their courses to state 
standards for ensuring graduates have effective practitioner attributes (Australian Council of 
Educational Research [ACER], 2004). 
 
Universities are obligated to respond to government policies about teacher education.   
Graduates must be provided with teacher education courses that support the acquisition of 
practitioner standards.  These standards emphasise the development of theoretical and 
pedagogical knowledge for effective teaching practices that engage learners (Queensland 
College of Teachers, 2006).  In the past fifteen years there have been growing concerns over 
the lack of engagement among early adolescent learners in Australia (Carrington, 2006).  
This has been supported by research and reports both nationally and internationally (Barratt, 
1998; Carnegie Council Report, 1989; Chadbourne, 2001; Felner, Jackson, Kasak, Mulhall, 
Brand, & Flowers, 1997; Hill and Russell 1999; Jackson & Davis, 2000; National Middle 
School Association in America, 2003; The Australian Curriculum Studies Association, 1996) 
that have advocated the need for teachers to be well prepared in understanding and supporting 
the needs of early adolescents.  Teacher education institutions have responded through the 
implementation of units and courses with a focus on the middle years of schooling.   
 
The need for specialist training of middle school teachers has meant the emergence of 
universities developing degrees, dual degrees and graduate diplomas (Pendergast, Whitehead, 
de Jong, Newhouse-Maiden, Bahr, 2007).  The research, literature and government 
recommendations have informed the development of university degrees for teaching in the 
middle school. Philosophical frameworks underpinning these degrees relate specifically to 
middle schooling, which includes the need for teachers to deliver curriculum, pedagogy and 
assessment that is developmentally responsive (Hunter, 2007).   
 
Producing specialised middle school teachers has arisen from the recognition that early 
adolescence is a distinct stage of development (Hunter, 2007).  Although early adolescence is 
not distinguishable solely by age, most authors note that it is between the ages of 10 to 15 
years (Chadbourne, 2001; Pendergast, 2005; Wormelli, 2001) and is commonly associated 
with grades 4 to 9 or 5 to 10, depending on the Australian state’s education system (Knipe & 
Johnson, 2007).  This period of schooling is generally referred to as the “middle school”, 
“middle years” or “middle phase” of learning.  It is a period when young people experience 
significant physical, emotional, cognitive and psychological changes (McInerney & 
McInerney, 2006).  It can also be a time where young people make decisions that impact 
upon the rest of their lives (Powell, 2005).  
 
Early adolescents, students in the middle years of schooling, can be viewed as at risk 
(Carrington, 2006).  Early adolescence is a period where young people may experiment 
socially and sexually, and can become disengaged from family, teachers and their schooling 
(Hill & Russell, 1999; Smyth, McInerney, & Hattam, 2003).  As the need to engage middle 
years students has become apparent, government directions recommend educational reforms 
respond to early adolescent needs (Carrington, 2006; Pendergast, 2005; Zevenbergen & 
Zevenbergen, 2007).   Reports such as Queensland’s “Middle Phase of Learning State School 
Action Plan” (2004), New South Wales “Our Middle Years Learners – Engaged, Resilient, 
Successful” (2006), and Victoria’s “Strategy for Reforming the Middle Years in Victorian 
State Schools” (2003) outline timeframes for reforms and specific strategies to engage middle 
years learners.  An emerging theme from these reports is the universities’ roles for 
developing graduate teachers who are confident and competent to teach early adolescent 
learners. 
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Perceived confidence or self efficacy is viewed as a person’s belief about their ability to 
produce a particular level of performance (Bandura, 1986). Bandura advocates that people 
with a strong sense of confidence will experience accomplishment, personal well-being and 
higher achievement. Self confidence or self efficacy to undertake a task is influenced by a 
person’s motivation, their experiences, and their perceived skill and ability to successfully 
complete the task (Bandura, 1986). A teacher’s perception of their confidence to teach has 
been directly related to their teaching ability in the classroom (De Nobile, 2007; Jamieson-
Proctor & Finger, 2006; Ross, Kriever & Hagaboam-Gray, 1994; White, 2006). There is also 
evidence to suggest that teacher confidence is directly linked to student success and 
achievement in the classroom (Dawson, 2008; Pill, 2006; Ross, Kriever & Hagaboam-Gray, 
1994). 
 
Teachers who are confident in theoretical and pedagogical knowledge for teaching are more 
likely to be effective teachers (Murphy, Neil, & Beggs, 2007). There is no one formula for 
developing confidence in preservice teachers to teach successfully in the classroom. 
However, studies of teacher confidence (Dawson, 2008; De Nobile, 2007; Jamieson-Proctor 
& Finger, 2006; Pill, 2006; Ross, Kriever, & Hagaboam-Gray, 1994; White, 2006) 
demonstrate that by assisting the development of a deep knowledge of curriculum and 
pedagogy, and the opportunity to practice the skills to achieve mastery, self confidence can 
be increased. Universities need to consider preservice teachers’ confidence to teach as this 
confidence can influence effective classroom practices. Furthermore, confidence to teach in 
the middle years of schooling may assist teachers to more adequately engage early adolescent 
learners (Dawson, 2008). 
 
Context and research design 
Concerns for more than a decade over the lack of engagement of early adolescents have 
prompted the need to develop ways in which middle school students can be better supported 
in schools.  State reports (e.g., Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria) outline school 
reforms and highlight the need for specialised middle years teachers. There are reports about 
school initiatives for implementing middle schooling reforms (Black, 2007; Lipsitz & Felner, 
1997; Main & Bryer, 2005); however, there is a little literature on preservice teachers’ 
perceptions of their own ability to teach in the middle schooling context and their views 
about their teacher preparation programs. The purpose of this study is to influence future 
course designs to further enhance preservice teachers’ confidence for teaching in the middle 
school. These teacher preparation courses can ultimately impact on early adolescent 
education. Another purpose of this study is to encourage research and discourse around early 
adolescents and sustain education degrees that support the advancement of teachers to engage 
with practices that are developmentally responsive to early adolescents.   
 
Reviews of middle schooling courses are essential to determine their effectiveness in 
preparing teachers who can support early adolescent learners.  University assessments may 
provide an understanding of preservice teachers’ academic abilities to teach in the middle 
school, yet educators such as Bandura (1997) and De Nobile (2007) identify the link between 
confidence to teach and the ability to implement practices effectively in the classroom. There 
is little or no research that investigates preservice teachers’ confidence for teaching in the 
middle years. Indeed, preservice teachers are well situated to articulate aspects of coursework 
that may make them feel more confident to teach. The main direction of this research was to 
determine, from the perspective of the preservice teachers, whether current middle schooling 
teacher preparation courses assisted them to possess the confidence to teach in the middle 
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schooling context.   This study investigated the views of final-year preservice teachers 
towards their middle schooling teacher preparation and presents recommendations to inform 
future course designs. 
 
This study is set across three universities in two states of Australia that are currently 
delivering teacher education programs with a middle years of schooling focus.  Each 
university has a different approach but each course is underpinned by research, literature and 
philosophical frameworks of middle schooling (Pendergast et.al, 2007).  The preservice 
teachers involved in this study were in the final year of their teacher preparation degree.  The 
study involved preservice teachers completing one of the following degrees: (1) Graduate 
diploma of Education (middle years), (2) Bachelor of Education (middle years electives), (3) 
Bachelor of Education (middle years) / Bachelor of Arts, (4) Bachelor of Education (middle 
years) / Bachelor of Science, and (5) Bachelor of Education (middle years) / Bachelor of 
Health Sciences. The research aim was to investigate preservice teachers’ perceptions of their 
confidence to teach in the middle years of schooling.  
 
To investigate the research aim of this study, data were gathered using quantitative data 
collection methods.  A survey was constructed by referring to the literature relating to the 
middle years of schooling and the Queensland College of Teachers (QCT) Professional 
Standards for Teachers.  By employing a survey to collect data the instrument could be 
administered to a broad group of participants across a range of contexts (Hittleman & Simon, 
2002).  The instrument was peer reviewed by two middle years teacher educators and one 
research mentor, who is an expert in instrument design, to ensure the data collected addressed 
relevant aspects of middle schooling preparation and aligned with the QCT Standards for 
teachers.  Review of the instrument assisted to validate the research (McMillan, 2008). The 
survey was administered to 142 final-year preservice teachers across three universities who 
were involved in middle years of schooling courses. Data from the 40-item five-part Likert 
scale survey (Appendix 1) were analysed using SPSS application with mean scores (M), 
standard deviations (SD), and percentages (%).The survey investigated preservice teachers’ 
demographics (i.e., n=142: gender, degree, practicum experiences, and previous 
qualifications). All of these participants (22.5% males, 77.5% females) were in their final 
year of learning how to teach. However, courses varied between these participants with 
19.7% Bachelor of Education (Middle School)/Bachelor of Arts, 51.4% Graduate Diploma 
(Middle Years), 16.9% Bachelor of Education (Middle School)/Bachelor of Health Sciences, 
and 12% involved in Bachelor of Education Primary (Middle Years Electives). Practicum 
experiences also varied with 19.7% completing practicum in years 5-10, 26.1%  completing 
practicum in years 5 - 7, 43% completing practicum in years 4-10, and 11.3% completing 
practicum in years 1 – 8. 
Results and discussion 
These final-year preservice teachers (n=142) had completed their tertiary education. Data 
indicated that 70% felt well prepared from their tertiary education to teach in the middle 
school. However, out of the 30% who did not fall into this category, 18% felt uncertain about 
their confidence to teach. There were 73% who claimed they had theoretical knowledge, 78% 
with pedagogical knowledge and only 67% who believed they had curriculum knowledge for 
teaching in the middle school. These percentages were within a 12% range of each other, 
showing that more than 20% of these preservice teachers did not feel prepared for teaching in 
the middle school (Table 1).  
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Table 1. Overall preparation for teaching in the middle school (n=142) 
Item    %* M SD  
35. Theoretical knowledge for middle school teaching 73 3.83 0.80  
36. Pedagogical knowledge for middle school teaching 78 3.85 0.76  
37. Curriculum knowledge for middle school teaching 67 3.70 0.90  
38. Successfully prepared for middle school teaching  70 3.74 0.86  
 * %=Percentage of students who either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with each item. 
 
These preservice teachers agreed or strongly agreed that they could create a positive 
classroom environment.  Indeed, 97% believed they could create a safe learning environment 
with 96% believing they would have enthusiasm for teaching. Eighty-five percent or more 
indicated they could create a learning environment that fosters independence (86%), caters 
for diversity (87%), and addresses students’ interests (89%) and needs (85%, Table 2). 
However, there were less preservice teachers confident in implementing effective behaviour 
management (70%) and providing clear and reasonable consequences for behaviour (76%). 
Classroom management is recognised as one of the most challenging aspects of teaching 
(Weinstein & Mignano, 2003; Wolfgang, 2001). Experienced teachers have also recorded 
difficulties in managing certain classes (Hardin, 2004; Harrington & Holub, 2006). These 
preservice teachers had between 50 - 100 days practicum experiences depending on the 
course structure, and although classroom management would have been observed and 
practised, developing these skills requires many opportunities to practice suitable strategies in 
a range of contexts. 
 
Table 2. Creating a positive classroom environment (n=142) 
Item   %* M SD  
2. Create a safe learning environment  97 4.46 0.57  
3. Create a learning environment that fosters independence 86 4.12 0.62  
4. Create a learning environment that caters for diversity 87 4.18 0.70  
5. Respond to the individual learning needs of the students 85 4.11 0.70  
7. Negotiate a classroom management plan with students 81 4.04 0.69  
8. Implement effective behaviour management strategies  70 3.88 0.82  
9. Provide clear and reasonable consequences for behaviour 76 3.98 0.76  
10. Demonstrate enthusiasm for teaching   96 4.79 0.54  
13. Develop learning programs that cater to students’ interests  89 4.13 0.67  
* %=Percentage of students who either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with each item. 
 
The majority of these preservice teachers believed they have the pedagogical knowledge to 
work within middle schools. About 90% indicated they could plan appropriate learning 
experiences and engage students in intellectually challenging work with 95% believing they 
could engage students in group work (Table 3). Importantly for their continued development, 
93% agreed or strongly agreed that they could reflect and refine teaching practices and 92% 
claiming they would engage in further professional development.  Schon (1983) purports that 
teachers cannot develop professionally without becoming reflective practitioners. In addition, 
educators (Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008; Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006) 
advocate professional development as a way to continue teachers’ professional growth. These 
preservice teachers confidence in being able to reflect and engage in professional 
development indicates a potential for growth and development as they enter their first years 
of teaching. Nevertheless, only 72% suggested they would be able to align curriculum, 
pedagogy and assessment, an essential pedagogical practice for the middle years of schooling 
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(National Middle School Association, 2001, 2006; Pendergast et al., 2007; Pendergast & 
Bahr, 2010). 
 
Table 3. Pedagogical knowledge for middle-school teaching (n=142) 
Item   %* M SD  
1. Share my personal philosophy of teaching   85 4.03 0.63  
11. Plan appropriate learning experiences for student 87 4.11 0.74  
18. Engage students in group work     95 4.29 0.55  
21. Use a variety of teaching strategies   85 4.06 0.67  
23. Reflect and refine my teaching practices    93 4.27 0.64  
24. Engage in further professional development   92 4.39 0.68  
25. Engage students in intellectually challenging experiences   89 4.12 0.58  
26. Align curriculum, pedagogy and assessment   72 3.87 0.73  
* %=Percentage of students who either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with each item. 
 
Having pedagogical knowledge shows the potential to plan and engage in teaching practices. 
However, asking these preservice teachers to indicate their confidence to implement teaching 
practices in the middle school setting presents a potential practical application. Other than 
implementing learning programs with real-world connections (91%), about a quarter of these 
preservice teachers could not agree or strongly agree to six of the nine items (Table 4). 
Indeed, implementing literacy and numeracy is pivotal within middle schools yet only 74% 
believed they could implement these core subjects. Considering ICT has been conducted 
throughout their coursework and embedded within various units also showing 
interdisciplinary practices, 23% were either uncertain or disagreed that they could implement 
ICT in the middle school (Table 4). Yet, successful completion of coursework in ICT has 
shown they have the knowledge and skills for implementing it in schools.   
 
Table 4. Implementing middle-school teaching (n=142) 
Item   %* M SD  
12. Implement student-centred learning experiences  85 4.09 0.67  
14. Implement interdisciplinary learning programs  77 3.96 0.71  
15. Implement learning programs with real-world connections  91 4.18 0.60  
16. Implement learning programs with global connections   76 3.92 0.72  
17. Implement learning programs that incorporate ICTs 77 4.03 0.81  
19. Incorporate literacy strategies in planning and teaching  74 3.90 0.71  
20. Incorporate numeracy strategies in planning and teaching   74 3.85 0.68  
22. Implement a constructivist approach to teaching and learning 76 3.95 0.66  
29. Demonstrate content knowledge of subject matter 80 3.96 0.74  
* %=Percentage of students who either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with each item. 
 
Assessment and reporting are fundamental to the teaching learning cycle, yet more than a 
quarter claimed they were uncertain or disagreed that they could create a variety of 
assessment tasks with 76% indicating they could provide regular feedback to parents (Table 
5). Many coursework units embed the construction of student assessment tasks. So, it is 
surprising that more than a quarter of these preservice teachers recorded they were not 
confident they could create such tasks. This may require more practical experience within 
schools. Once more, the short-period duration of practicum may not provide sufficient time 
for preservice teachers to undertake the related assessment tasks related to a unit of work or, 
the classroom teacher may feel solely responsible for the assessment because of the 
importance of reporting accurate results to parents and carers. 
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Table 5. Assessment and reporting for the middle school (n=142) 
Item   %* M SD  
27. Create a variety of assessment tasks   73 3.92 0.76  
28. Report upon student learning     70 3.85 0.80  
32. Provide regular feedback to parents   76 3.94 0.73  
* %=Percentage of students who either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with each item. 
 
Developing and fostering positive relationships is essential in teaching, particularly as 
teaching has its focus on people.  These participants’ perceptions of being able to develop 
positive teacher-student relationships was nearly unanimous (98%), and working in teams 
also presented minimal hesitation (90%). However, fostering community and parent 
relationships was lower (80%, 79% respectively), and supporting students to transition 
between grades was lower still (71%, Table 6). Although these preservice teachers have had 
experiences in schools, much of this work would have included teaching students and 
interacting with their mentors (classroom teachers).  These practicum experiences did not 
occur at the end of the year when teachers can assist students make the transition to the next 
year level. In addition, community and parent interactions would be minimal within a four or 
six week block period for these preservice teachers.  Indeed, the classroom teacher would 
more likely take responsibility for such interactions recognising the sensitive nature of these 
relationships, hence there are mentoring practices that may hinder the preservice teachers’ 
development (e.g., Allen, Eby, & Lentz, 2006; Eby, Durley, Evans, & Ragins, 2008; Long, 
1997). Mismanaging these relationships may have dire consequences for the teacher and 
school. Furthermore, the tight duration of practicum experiences focuses heavily on teaching 
and learning with little time to cover issues in the broader school community.  
 
Table 6. Developing positive relationships for middle-school teaching (n=142) 
Item   %* M SD  
6. Develop positive teacher-student relationships  98 4.56 0.54  
30.  Support students in their transition from year to year 71 3.81 0.74  
31. Work in teaching teams     90 4.15 0.64  
33. Foster positive relationships with the community 80 4.02 0.77  
34. Foster positive relationships with parents  79 4.04 0.74  
* %=Percentage of students who either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with each item. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Items associated with implementing middle schooling curriculum had varied responses (e.g., 
implementing literacy and numeracy were 74% while implementing learning with real-world 
connections was 91%).  As many as a third of the preservice teachers perceived they may not 
have been prepared for teaching in the middle school with more than a quarter claiming they 
may not have the theoretical or curriculum knowledge for teaching. Most claimed they had 
the pedagogical knowledge for teaching despite 30% indicating they may not be able to align 
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. Indeed, implementing teaching programs in the 
middle school was met with mixed responses across the items. Nevertheless, as many as 97% 
perceived they can create a positive learning environment for the middle school with 98% 
reporting that they could establish positive teacher-student relationships; even though 
implementing effective  behaviour strategies may present as an issue for about 30% of these 
participants. 
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Preservice teachers are fundamental to reform in the middle school and, consequently, their 
perceptions of their tertiary education may well determine the level of possible 
implementation of reform measures. Information presented within the survey items may 
assist coursework designers. For example, if significant percentages of preservice teachers 
indicate they believe they were not well prepared for assessment and reporting in the middle 
school then course designers can target these areas more effectively.  Making these links 
more explicit with examples that connect to the real world may further advance their 
understandings of these processes.   
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Appendix 1 
MIDDLE-YEARS OF TEACHING SURVEY 
 
Directions: Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement below by circling the 
appropriate letter to the right of each statement.  
Key:   SD = Strongly disagree      D = Disagree      U = Uncertain       A = Agree      SA = Strongly agree 
 
In the MIDDLE-YEARS of schooling I am confident in my ability to effectively: 
1. Share my personal philosophy of teaching   SD D U A SA 
2. Create a safe learning environment    SD D U A SA 
3. Create a learning environment that fosters independence  SD D U A SA 
4. Create a learning environment that caters for diversity  SD D U A SA 
5. Respond to the individual learning needs of the students  SD D U A SA 
6. Develop positive teacher – student relationships  SD D U A SA 
7. Negotiate a classroom management plan with students  SD D U A SA 
8. Implement effective behaviour management strategies   SD D U A SA 
9. Provide clear and reasonable consequences for behaviour SD D U A SA 
10. Demonstrate enthusiasm for teaching    SD D U A SA 
11. Plan appropriate learning experiences for students  SD D U A SA 
12. Implement student-centred learning experiences  SD D U A SA 
13. Develop learning programs that cater to students’ interests SD D U A SA 
14. Implement interdisciplinary (integrated) learning programs SD D U A SA 
15. Implement learning programs that demonstrate real-world 
 connections        SD D U A SA 
16. Implement learning programs that demonstrate global  
connections        SD D U A SA 
17. Implement learning programs that incorporate ICTs  SD D U A SA 
18. Engage students in group work     SD D U A SA 
19. Incorporate language and literacy strategies in planning and 
 teaching        SD D U A SA 
20. Incorporate numeracy strategies in planning and teaching  SD D U A SA 
21. Use a variety of teaching strategies    SD D U A SA 
22. Implement a constructivist approach to teaching and learning SD D U A SA 
23. Reflect and refine my teaching practices   SD D U A SA 
24. Engage in further professional development   SD D U A SA 
25. Engage students in intellectually challenging experiences  SD D U A SA 
26. Align middle-years curriculum, pedagogy and assessment SD D U A SA 
27. Create a variety of assessment tasks including  
authentic assessment      SD D U A SA 
28. Report upon student learning    SD D U A SA 
29. Demonstrate content knowledge of subject matter  SD D U A SA 
30.  Support students as they make the transition from year to year SD D U A SA 
31. Work in teaching teams     SD D U A SA 
32. Provide regular feedback to parents    SD D U A SA 
33. Foster positive relationships with the community  SD D U A SA 
34. Foster positive relationships with parents   SD D U A SA 
As a result of my course I am confident that: 
35. I have the theoretical knowledge for teaching in the middle years 
of schooling       SD D U A SA 
36. I have the pedagogical knowledge for teaching in the middle years 
of schooling       SD D U A SA 
37. I have the curriculum knowledge for teaching in the middle years 
of schooling       SD D U A SA 
38. My course has successfully prepared me to teach in the  
middle years of schooling     SD D U A SA 
I believe that:  
39. Middle years practices can be applied to other grade 
levels       SD D U A SA 
40. Middle years units should be included in all primary and 
secondary teacher preparation courses    SD D U A SA 
